REVIEW OF A FREE ENQUIRY

NATURE AND  ORIGIN OF EVIL*.

THIS is a treatise, consisting of six letters, upon a very
difficult and important question, which, I am afraid, this
author's endeavours will not free from the perplexity which
has entangled the speculatists of all ages, and which must
always continue while we see but in part. He calls it a
Free Enquiry, and, indeed, his freedom is, I think, greater
than his modesty. Though he is far from the contempti-
ble arrogance, or the impious licentiousness of Boling-
broke, yet he decides, too easily, upon questions out of the
reach of human determination, with too little considera-
tion of mortal weakness, and with too much vivacity for
the necessary caution.

In the first letter, on evil in general, he observes, that,
" it is the solution of this important question, whence came
evil ? alone, that can ascertain the moral characteristic of
God, without which there is an end of all distinction be-
tween good and evil." Yet he begins this inquiry by this
declaration: " That there is a supreme being, infinitely
powerful, wise, and benevolent, the great creator and
preserver of all things, is a truth so clearly demonstrated,
that it shall be here taken for granted." What is this, but

fThis Enquiry, published in 1757, was the production of Soame Jenyns,
esq. who never forgave the author of the review. It is painful to relate, that,
after he had suppressed his resentment during Dr. Johnson's life, he gave it
vent, in a petulant and illiberal mock-epitaph, which would not have deserved
notice, had it not been admitted into the edition of his works, published by
Mr. Cole. When this epitaph first appeared in the newspapers, Mr. Boswell
answered it by another upon Mr. Jenyns, equal, at least, in illiberally.

This review is justly reckoned one of the finest specimens of criticism in our
language, and was read with such eagerness, when published in the Literary
Magazine, that the author was induced to reprint it in a small volume by itself;
a circumstance which appears to have escaped Mr. Boswell's research.